


English translation of a Russian text given to an
English-language interpreter and marked
"Read as written" can put the interpreter in the
awkward position of saying some very odd
things. How does a listener react on hearing a
native speaker of English speaking thoroughly
non-native English? How would a Russian-
language interpreter react on being handed a
Russian text with mangled verb aspects,
jumbled case endings and preposition salad? 

“В чужой монастырь со своим уставом не
ходят,” or “When in Rome, do as the Romans
do” are proverbs common to many cultures.
And “when in America, do as the English
speakers do,” – without imposing a чужой
устав. Never mind the basic tenets of common
courtesy in cross-cultural communication;
denying the obvious fact that a simultaneous
interpreter’s knowledge of his native language
is superior to that of a non-native speaker is
both fraught with serious implications for
linguistic communication and can lead to
serious misunderstandings in international
relations. I have no quarrel with a Russian
interpreter who wishes to correct a native
English-speaking colleague who has genuinely
misunderstood the Russian original. And I am
fully aware that today’s commercial market
often requires native Russian interpreters to
work “both ways” at a meeting, i.e., from
English into Russian and from Russian into
English, and to do the best possible job in this
situation. But I cannot accept the illogical
conclusion of some of these “monitors” – and
one with far-reaching consequences – that
native Anglophone interpreters are simply
unnecessary and can easily be replaced by
native speakers of Russian.

So I would plead for some restraint on both
sides. Many Russian professionals, editors,
translators and interpreters have attained an
extraordinary mastery of English, and post-
perestroika Russian students of English have
made phenomenal progress. In fact, many
Russian students of English have long had a
theoretical grasp of English grammatical
structures that is considerably better than that of
quite a few native speakers of English, and many
American students of Russian have a better grasp
than native Russian speakers of the subtleties of

the rules of Russian grammar. That is natural,
since the native speaker does not need to give
constant thought to grammatical rules. 

But no American student of Russian would
then take it upon himself to go about correcting
the Russian – oral or written – of a native
speaker. He would be considered by his
American colleagues as just short of clinically
insane. Nor would a native speaker of French,
Spanish or German take it upon himself to
correct the English of a native speaker of
English. English-speaking Western Europeans
have been in contact with native speakers of
English for far longer than most Russians, and
tend to have a much more accurate idea of what
is actually involved in mastering the language. 

English has emerged as a global language,
and its study in today’s Russia is widespread.
Unfortunately, not all Russian speakers
understand that the claim to know English
better than a native Anglophone and correction
of his English (to use a completely
inappropriate metaphor) makes the English
speaker see red. One’s language is a part of
one’s cultural identity, and these bounds and
borders must be respected. 

There are some thoughtful voices with
whom it is possible to dialogue on this issue of
“Russian English,” but unfortunately these still
seem to be in a definite minority. That is why I
have decided to take this issue out into the open
and stop skulking around wrapped in the shawl
of linguistic politesse. Sorry, дорогие коллеги и
друзья. While I'm always glad to help Russians
who are studying and working with English,
this language is my language; it isn’t your
language. I would hope that one day we will be
at the point when both Russian and English will
be “our” languages, when the English language
will no longer be the fiefdom of the Russian
English-language elite, with native speakers
relegated to the linguistic bleachers. And that
then native Russian English teachers, editors,
translators and interpreters will cooperate with
their American English-speaking counterparts
to produce the best possible English-language
product. But work on that has to start now. As
the new American President has been saying,
“Time for a change.” 

Азбука деловых отношений
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